in children's literature. Nicola Pierce's novel is an example of the imaginative and diverse ways in which contemporary Irish women writers engage with issues of history, gender and storytelling, in order to uncover previously marginalised voices and perspectives and highlight continuing problems around invisibility and powerlessness, by offering alternative narratives of hope 3 . Thereby Spirit of the Titanic contributes in important ways to contemporary Irish women's writing and children's historical fiction, by signalling interesting directions and preoccupations in these areas.
This article throws light on the endeavours in Spirit of the Titanic to represent history and its challenges to dominant narratives of historical and cultural significance. In the article I argue that Spirit of the Titanic presents a postcolonial reimagining of the conventional narrative of the sinking of the Titanic, and at the same time illustrates to child readers how such revisionary retellings may affect commonly held perceptions about, and representations of, historical events 4 . Furthermore, I explore the way this novel engages with the project of reimagining trauma from a specifically Irish point of view, choosing the Titanic disaster as its focal point, rather than the more conventional topics such as the Great Famine or religious conflict, and the implications of this shift. The article also discusses Spirit of the Titanic's use of the ghost or spirit motif, examining its textual strategies of spectrality, and explores the novel's use of family and identity motifs as ways of evoking affect. Through its reading of Pierce's compelling children's novel, the article thus examines some of the pertinent questions raised and ideas explored in Irish women's writing today.
Trauma and Historical Children's Fiction
An important dimension in writing about disaster and trauma in Spirit of the Titanic's Irish contexts is the presentation and representation of history. The novel focuses on the portrayal of Irish society and culture around the time of the construction of the Titanic, with a particular emphasis on the portrayal of women and children and other marginalised individuals and groups within the text. Through this focus, the text re-presents the narrative of the Titanic, from the moment of its building process, to its launch and the sinking, and also provides a more nuanced insight into the many people affected by this disaster, directly and indirectly. The historical period that Spirit of the Titanic depicts is itself a problematic one.
However, as Susan Cahill argues, the period between 1890 and 1922 also provides a particularly fertile ground for the representation and problematisation of Irishness. This is a historical period, she argues, "in which ideas surrounding national identity are being articulated and contested, allow [ing] them to undertake a close examination and questioning of the historical discourses that support notions of what 'Irishness' means" (Cahill 41 ).
The critic Nikki Gamble has pinpointed the question which is central to this Addressing the issue of historical accuracy in her novel, Pierce states in her "Author's Notes" 5 that her novel is fictional but "based on true events", and that the historical figure of Samuel Joseph Scott existed. She explains that he was the first fatality during the construction of the Titanic, which also claimed the lives of seven other workers, and was buried "in an unmarked grave in Belfast City Cemetery" (Pierce "Author's Notes"). 6 This attention to accuracy lends an important note of authority to Pierce's narrative. The significance of this is underlined in Nikki Gamble's analysis. In her discussion of historical children's fiction, Gamble argues that it; "is dependent on temporal setting and thus requires a special commitment and research from the author" (186). Certainly, Pierce's own observations on the importance of this research would seem to bear this out. Reflecting on the complexity of the research and contradictory nature of the information she found, she has said in an interview: "I did my research, confused myself by reading debates/conflicts about most of the information available, and then went with my guts (Maeve) ." Pierce's ability to examine and portray historical realities, while at the same time adding imaginative and creative dimensions to those realities, reflects the diverse directions that contemporary Irish women writers are forging in historical fiction, including in children's literature. Meanings of "history" and "history-making" are contested. When Samuel's workmate Charlie, another teen-age boy, states the prophetic words during the construction of the ship:
"'We're making history, boys, imagine that."'(Pierce 8), the reader naturally reads the phrase in full knowledge of the disastrous series of events that led to the sinking of the Titanic. This is, of course, very different from the heroic sense of historical recognition which the character Charlie refers to. Sadly, although these boys are part of the history-making, their effort has not been extensively described or explored, and has not been widely acknowledged as part of the Titanic's history. Thereby, Spirit of the Titanic draws attention to problems around gender, history and marginalisation, through its nuanced representation of differentiations.
The various manifestations and forms of trauma and conflict specific to Irish The spectral motif alludes to an element of the gothic uncanny, but complicates the association of the gothic with fear through the creation of a "friendly ghost" in Samuel.
Samuel's character serves as a catalyst which, as Piesse has it: "re-encompass[es] the relationship between landscape, family, history, and nation"(92). The critic Michael F.
O'Riley widens this enquiry, arguing that haunting is a facet of the troubled relationship of the colonial to the marginalised and silenced: "The haunting of the colonial frequently turns on what is undoubtedly a well-intended desire to relate to the Other, the silenced, and the hidden" (1). The idea of "the hidden" has different dimensions in Spirit of the Titanic, relating to characters and ideas, as well as to literary language. Through Samuel's ghostly inhabiting and roaming of the Titanic, the novel is able to explore the multi-faceted dynamics between these different dimensions of the spectral.
Through the narrative voice of Samuel's spirit, Pierce's text engenders the idea of 'haunting' as a means of articulating and representing disaster, trauma, and affect. The reader inevitably approaches the Titanic narrative with a sense of foreboding because we assume that we already know how this narrative will unfold and how it ends. The presence of the ghostly narrator contributes to underlining the blurring of boundaries in the novel between past and present, fantasy and reality, fiction and history. This blurring helps to unlock the unspoken or unmediated dimensions of past experience which relate to postcolonial representations of identity (individual and collective) and trauma. As Clare Bradbury states, commenting on the role of children's fiction in mediating issues such as trauma and disaster: "authors and illustrators will continue to produce fiction which gives shape to children's imagined anxieties and desires, and which in doing so discloses their own fears and hopes for the future" (23) 15 . This ethical focus, and the text's emphasis on the importance of affective ties, is extended in the exploration of animal imagery through the narrator Samuel. He recalls an episode from his childhood, when he observed a spider and a wasp cooperating to free the former from the latter's web , rather than the stronger creature overpowering and destroying the weaker one. The animals' cooperation illustrates how, rather than one animal killing the other in a ruthless act of dominance, the two creatures cooperate to the benefit and continued well-being of both (Pierce 136) . This alternative imagery used to depict the relationship between self and world serves as a counter-discursive image to the politics of domination and submission employed by colonialism and patriarchal culture. Similarly, in another passage we see a spider floating on the rapidly rising water, struggling to rescue itself from the flooding ship. The small creature is lifted to safety by the ship baker (however temporary this shelter turns out to be in the final resort), and he keeps the spider with him in a small metal box. Such kindness shown by humans towards other beings (Pierce 134) provides a stark reminder of the reality the sinking of the Titanic. Of course, the image of the drowning spider starkly mirrors the fate of the many third-class passengers on the stricken ship who weren't rescued because there weren't enough life boats, and because their lives weren't considered a priority. This critique of the callousness of profit-makers forms a poignant contrast to the book's message of solidarity.
The preoccupation with family ties in Spirit of the Titanic is an important strategy for exploring the complexities of affect and compassion. This focus also provides an opportunity to examine the gender political dimensions of portraying family. Having previously at times perhaps "romanticized" the idea of family (Piesse 88 showing the poverty and oppression that existed both in colonial and postcolonial times" (97). Spirit of the Titanic portrays poverty, lack of opportunity, and personal trauma such as that caused by depression and loss of hope, by scrutinising how these conditions affect individual characters. As the narrator, Samuel is an important focus for these explorations.
Pierce has commented on the character of Samuel and his feeling of powerlessness, how he:
"is taken up with his sense of isolation, and then hopelessness" (Maeve). Samuel's quest in the novel is about freeing himself from this feeling of hopelessness, and moving towards the identification of kindred spirits.
The novel's main strategy for exploring these issues of marginalisation and invisibility is through Samuel's position as first-person narrator. His spectral position emphasises the sense of him being set apart from others (Pierce 21). In his narration, Samuel's thoughts often revolve around his feelings of loss and abjection, and his loneliness:
"What I did miss [...] was feeling that I mattered to someone" (Pierce 19) . The loss of his parents contributes to this sense of dereliction and powerlessness. Pierce has elaborated on the aspect of powerlessness in Samuel's character in an interview. She comments that: "He does appear powerless until he is helped in his cause, by baby Sarah who can neither walk nor talk. All that is required is Isobel's trust, which ensures the family's safety" (Maeve) .
That moment of connection marks an important change for Samuel. The bond of recognition between the spectral Samuel and baby Sarah helps to bridge the gap between the dimensions and the characters. A bond of sorts is created, which Samuel honours at the end when he guides the family to their rescue. His determination to help Jim and Isobel and their children is clearly driven by his own affective needs to reconnect with his parents, but also reflects his attempt to assume authority and have a positive impact on the world in any way he can. commented on the problematic of writing about history, and the relative ambiguity of truth and accuracy. She says that: "The thing about the Titanic is that it's very hard to arrive at the 'truth'. Well, I suppose that's a fair comment about writing history in general" (Maeve) .
Spirit of the Titanic
Having chosen the shocking and disastrous sinking of the Titanic as the focal point for her narrative and its investigation of gender, class and Irishness, Pierce has added further significant dimensions to that story by exploring the meanings of the Titanic to the Irish. The text achieves this, through its detailed and realistic portrayal of the extremely tough and demanding working conditions in the ship yard, during the building of the Titanic, and through its critique of child labour and the appalling lack of safety precautions. These aspects ensure that her writing of the disaster doesn't come across as exploitative or maudlin, but offers a credible social critique.
Striving to mediate historical trauma in a way which accurately reflects the poignancy of that reality to twenty-first century child readers is an important feature of Spirit of the Titanic. This openness around depicting trauma is significant, as Clare Bradford points out in her discussion of children's literature and portrayals of 9/11. In her discussion, she emphasises: "The impossibility in the twenty-first century of maintaining the fiction of childhood as a garden of delight" (Bradford 20) . Spirit of the Titanic reimagines trauma from a specifically Irish point of view, but choosing the Titanic disaster, rather than the more conventional topics such as the Great Famine or religious conflict. 19 As such, the novel contributes in important ways to Irish women's writing and children's historical fiction.
Pierce's use of the Titanic motif reflects more general tendencies, described by Coghlan who 2 The idea of trauma in relation to textual representation and the Titanic has been discussed by Peter Middleton and Tim Woods (2004) . The importance of treating the topic of disaster, including the sinking of the Titanic, in children's literature has been examined by Pauline Davey Zeece (1998) . 3 The significance of hope to the narrative is also highlighted in ilovepercyjackson's review (2012). 4 For other examples of children's literature treating the topic of the sinking of the Titanic, see Womack (2004) p. 85. See also the CLCD (Children's Literature Comprehensive Database).
5 The "Author's Notes" are unnumbered and located at the end of Spirit of the Titanic. 6 In July 2011, Samuel Scott's grave was given a headstone at a special ceremony held as a tribute, which Nicola Pierce also attended (Burns) . 7 For instance the 1997 film Titanic, as discussed by critics in Bergfelder and Street Eds. (2004) .
